
TO:  Lonnie R. Robbins 

  Chief Administrative Officer 

 

FROM: Aaron Greenfield  

   

SUBJECT: Resolution  

 

DATE:  May 22, 2008 

 

I write to request that the County Council approve this resolution commencing the formal 

renewal process for Comcast’s franchise renewal pursuant to 47 U.S.C.S. Section 546. 

 

Background 

 

On November 6, 1995, the County Council approved renewal of the nonexclusive franchise 

agreement between Howard County, Maryland and Howard Cable Television Associates, Inc. for 

a 15 year period. The signed Franchise Agreement between Howard County, Maryland and 

Howard Cable is dated November 21, 1995.  Then, on February 7, 2000, the Council approved 

the Transfer of Control of Mid-Atlantic Communications’ Cable Franchise to Comcast 

Cablevision of Howard County, Inc.  On July 30, 2001, the Council approved the expansion of 

Comcast’s authorized service district.  On September 10, 2001, the Council approved of the 

upgrading of Comcast Cablevision’s service.   

 

The Processes 

The Cable Act establishes "an orderly process for franchise renewal" designed to protect 

operators from "unfair denials of renewal."  The Cable Act does not guarantee the operator 

renewal. The County could deny renewal if the operator’s past performance has been 

unsatisfactory, or if the operator is unwilling or unable to promise to provide the services, 

facilities and equipment necessary to meet the future cable-related "needs and interests" of the 

community.  

The Cable Act sets forth two distinct renewal processes. The Cable Act provides for an elaborate 

formal renewal process.  It also provides that the cable operator and franchising authority can, in 

effect, ignore the elaborate formal process and opt for an informal negotiated renewal.  However, 

a jurisdiction that may want to consider denial of renewal should be prepared to initiate the 

formal process if the operator asks for it during the six-month window. 

 Informal Process 

The Cable Act states that renewal can be requested by a cable operator at any time. The 

franchising authority may grant or deny this renewal request for any legitimate reason as long as 

it remains consistent with state and local law. The only requirement under the Cable Act is that a 

County can only grant or deny the proposal "after affording the public adequate notice and 

opportunity for comment." 

Procedures were included in the Cable Act to permit a cable operator and a jurisdiction the 

ability to resolve renewal issues through informal negotiations. 



 Formal Process 

Either the County on its own initiative or the cable operator, by submitting a request to the 

County, which has been done in this instance, can activate the formal renewal process during the 

six-month period which begins on the 36
th

 month before franchise expiration (November 21, 

2010) and ends on the 30
th

 month before franchise expiration.  

The "window" for the formal renewal process opens two and a half to three years before the 

expiration of a franchise. There are essentially four basic steps in the renewal process: 

1. Determine what the community will need in the future in the way of cable service.  

2. Evaluate the past performance of the incumbent cable operator.  

3. Evaluate the incumbent cable operator’s proposal for a new franchise, and the 

operator’s financial, technical and legal qualifications to satisfy its proposal.  

4. Decide whether or not to renew the existing cable company and, if so, on what 

terms and conditions. 

In order to meet the renewal process requirements, the County would conduct a public process to 

review the cable operators past performance under the current Franchise Agreement and identify 

Howard County’s cable-related needs and interests. Second, the County would consider any 

specific proposal from the cable operator for franchise renewal and decide either to renew or 

pursue non-renewal. Third, if non-renewal was pursued, the County would be required to have a 

formal evidentiary hearing on any proposed denial of renewal requested by the cable operator. 

 

Comcast and County Correspondence 

 

On December 20, 2007, Brian A. Lynch, Area Vice President from Comcast, sent the County a 

letter within the required time to preserve its statutory rights to pursue the formal process (the 

letter is attached).  Mr. Lynch also noted Comcast’s interest to reach a mutually satisfactory 

agreement through informal negotiations. 

 

Thereafter on January 7, 2008, the County acknowledged receipt of Mr. Lynch’s letter (the letter 

is attached).   

 

Fiscal Impact 

 

There is no direct fiscal impact to the County associated with this resolution. 

 

Recommendation 

 

Approval of the resolution, which signals the commencement of the formal franchise renewal 

process, is required by Federal law. 

 

Next Steps 

 

Upon the County Council’s approval of the resolution, the County will concurrently pursue 

informal negotiations with Comcast and begin the process of identifying the future cable-related 

needs and interests of the community and reviewing Comcast’s performance under the current 

Franchise, which is the first step in the formal process requested by Comcast. 


